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doing other unbelievable things. They may
well make a larger chapter in the history of
this city, but you will never have a kinder,
better, warmer gesture than the one you’ve
given Hillary today, and I will never forget
it as long as I live. Thank you very, very
much.

Audience member. Four more years!
The President. It’s not constitutional.

[Laughter]
I want to ask Hillary to come up now. You

have to remember—this birthday—she wore
it lightly for a long time, but her staff started
celebrating 50 days before the event. They
wanted her to recognize precisely how old
she was by giving her one present a day for
50 days up to the blessed event—[laugh-
ter]—which occurred yesterday. Now she’s
still celebrating it as if she’s going to hold
on for dear life. [Laughter] Whatever she
wants to do, I’m for.

Ladies and gentlemen, our First Lady.

NOTE: The President spoke at 9:25 p.m. in Gar
Hall at the Chicago Cultural Center. In his re-
marks, he referred to Mayor Richard M. Daley
of Chicago and his wife, Margaret, and Chicago
Commissioner of Culture Affairs Lois Weisberg.
A tape was not available for verification of the
content of these remarks.

Remarks at the Oscar Mayer
Elementary School in Chicago
October 28, 1997

Thank you very much. Thank you, Evaline,
and thank you, Mary. Thank you, Maggie
Sullivan. Mr. Blitstein, thank you for welcom-
ing me here.

I have been officially welcomed. [Laugh-
ter] I have my Oscar Mayer wiener here.
When Hillary was teaching me about Chi-
cago so long ago, we learned to sing the
Oscar Mayer song. [Laughter]

Congressman, Mayor, Mr. Chico, Mr.
Vallace, Ms. Buckney, Alderman Bernardina,
Alderman O’Connor, Recorder White. I
don’t know if my friend John Stroger is here
or not, but if he is, hello. I am delighted to
be here today.

As all of you know, I’m sure, my wife had
a wonderful day in Chicago yesterday, and
her whole family was here. And I was regaled

with it last night, everything that happened.
Chicago is a really special place, and the peo-
ple who are tied to it have this almost psychic
energy, I think, about what’s going on.

For example, on the way in to Chicago,
my brother-in-law told me, he said, ‘‘I got
good feelings about this.’’ He said, ‘‘I even
think the Bears are going to win.’’ [Laughter]
I swear he did. So there is something quite
mystical about all this but also something
very wonderful. I thank you for letting me
come here.

I wanted to be here today because this
school is the embodiment of the effort that
I have asked Americans to make to prepare
our country for the 21st century, to make
sure we have an America where every person
who is responsible enough to work for it can
live the American dream, where we’re still
strong enough to lead the world for peace
and freedom and prosperity, and where we
look across all of our diversity and come to-
gether as one America.

I know today a lot of Americans are fo-
cused on the stock market. It may be dis-
appointing, but I think it is neither prudent
nor appropriate for any President to com-
ment on the hour-by-hour or the day-by-day
movements of the market. I’d like to ask all
of us to remember that our economy is as
strong and vibrant today as it has been in
a generation. We saw yesterday that our defi-
cit has come down to $22 billion from $290
billion. That’s the lowest since 1970.

With unemployment and inflation at their
lowest levels in two decades, businesses and
banks healthy and sound, new jobs being cre-
ated every day, our economy is continuing
to grow steady and strong. That’s why we
have to feel confident and continue our eco-
nomic strategy. We’ve got to balance the
budget, expand trade, and invest in the edu-
cation of all our people.

Now, on that last score—in spite of all the
economic progress we’re making, in spite of
the fact that crime is down 5 years in a row,
that we have the lowest percentage of people
on welfare we’ve had since 1970—millions
of people have left the rolls—on education,
we know we’ve got a lot more to do to make
sure all children receive the world-class edu-
cation they deserve to thrive in the informa-
tion economy of the 21st century. That’s why
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I’ve put educational excellence and oppor-
tunity at the top of America’s agenda, and
that’s why I’ve come to Oscar Mayer school,
to thank the mayor, the principals, the teach-
ers, the students, the parents, and the people
of Chicago for leading this crusade.

Because of what you are doing, the city
that works now has a school system on the
move. Chicago has shown us that having high
expectations for our children, setting high
standards and holding students accountable
for them and, above all, making sure we stay
at it, systematically, school-by-school, child-
by-child. Chicago has shown us that this
works.

By abolishing the destructive practice of
social promotion and giving all children the
chance to learn what they need to know, Chi-
cago is leading the way to an educated Amer-
ica, in which every 8-year-old can read inde-
pendently, every 12-year-old can log on to
the Internet, every 18-year-old can go on to
college, every adult can keep on learning for
a lifetime. That is the vision I want for every
American community, and Chicago is leading
the way.

Last summer, I signed into law the historic
Balanced Budget Act, which will help to
bring us closer to these goals. It will open
the doors to college for everyone who is will-
ing to work for it, through more Pell Grants
and work-study positions, better student
loans, tax-free education IRA’s, the HOPE
scholarship, and other tax credits for all forms
of education after high school. We’re also
well on our way to putting computers in all
our classrooms by the year 2000 and hooking
them up to the Internet.

But none of it will matter if our children
don’t master the basics. That’s why I’m fight-
ing to bring our America Reads program to
every community in the country, gathering
an army of volunteers led by our AmeriCorps
young people to go in and offer to tutor one-
on-one all children who are having trouble
reading. Today, we already have 800 colleges,
tens of thousands of students who are moving
into our schools and supporting our children
in this way.

I’m also fighting to introduce more choice
and competition into our public schools and
to establish thousands of charter schools
within the public school network so people,

where they need it, can actually fashion
schools designed to meet the special needs
of special populations.

I want to support communities in making
our schools places of learning and values, not
violence and disorder. And I applaud what
your principal said about the character edu-
cation program here. We ought to have that
in every school in the United States. And I
think we have to do more to empower par-
ents to take an active role in their children’s
education. I always love to come to a school
where a parent and a student talk, and I was
glad to see them both doing such a good job
today. Yes, give them a hand. That’s good.
[Applause]

But you can do all this and you still have
to have high expectations, high standards,
and some accountability, because people
have to be working toward a goal and they
have to know what the goal is. That’s why
I’ve worked so hard for the concept of aca-
demic standards in the basics that we say
should apply to every child in America, and
to establish voluntary tests to measure the
students’ performance, beginning with
fourth-grade reading and eighth-grade math.
This will give our parents and our teachers
the assurance that their children have mas-
tered the basics. This will let every employer
know that a diploma means something, a job
applicant can read a manual, tally a check,
analyze and solve a problem, and become a
dependable employee.

I want to thank the mayor for his early
support of national standards, and I thank
the city of Chicago for joining with 14 other
major American cities for pledging to make
sure their students meet them. This is a truly
groundbreaking development. If anyone had
told any of us who had been working for 20
years in the area of school improvement 10
years ago that 15 of the biggest cities in
America would be leading, not bringing up
the rear but leading, the fight for higher
standards for our children, recognizing that
our poorest children and the kids that grow
up in the toughest neighborhoods are the
ones who need the standards the most, no
one would have believed it. This is an aston-
ishing, positive development, and you should
all be very proud of it.
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I can remember a few years ago when the
only news those of us who didn’t live in Illi-
nois got about the Chicago school system was
the annual strike. [Laughter] I can remember
we used to see a picture of the Governor’s
daughter in his office, waiting for the strike
to be over, hanging around with her dad. And
I now see what has happened. A whole peo-
ple, led by a strong mayor and dedicated edu-
cators, have rejected low test scores, high
drop-out rates, students earning diplomas
they couldn’t read, and instead have de-
manded results from their principals, their
teachers, their schools, and most importantly,
the students, letting them know they can’t
move on to the next grade unless they know
what they’re supposed to know from the
grade they’re finishing. You’ve strengthened
curricula, renovated buildings, retrained
teachers, expanded preschool education,
kept schools open longer in the summertime
to give children who need it extra help.

I’d like to say here, for the rest of America
that might be watching this today, something
that you have taught us: Ending social pro-
motion does not put children down; it gives
us a chance to lift all children up. We are
not punishing children by making sure they
know what they need to know and that when
they move from grade to grade, it means
something. And we don’t do anyone, espe-
cially our poorest children in our toughest
neighborhoods, a favor by giving them a pass
on high standards. All of our children can
succeed, and they deserve a chance to do
it, even, if all else fails, repeating a grade.

You know, people used to say that asking
a child to repeat a grade was too high a price
to pay for learning because of the damage
to self-esteem. But we know that children
develop in different ways at different times.
And we know that while a year seems like
an eternity to an 8-year-old child or a 16-
year-old child, when you’re 50, it seems like
nothing. [Laughter]

I care a lot about the self-esteem of the
American people. But I would ask you to
think about the thousands of Americans who
are sitting in GED classes today, struggling
in literacy programs, standing in unemploy-
ment lines, who can tell you there is nothing
more damaging to self-esteem than wanting
a job and not being able to get one; wanting

to get an improvement, a promotion, a raise,
and not having the skills necessary to get it.
And if we adults send our children the right
messages now, their self-esteem will not be
harmed by an expression of love and hope
for their future that prevents that sort of
problem for them later on.

I want what is happening in Chicago to
happen all over America. I challenge every
school district to adopt high standards, to
abolish social promotion, to move aggres-
sively to help all students make the grade
through tutoring and summer school, and to
hold schools accountable for results, giving
them the tools and the leadership and the
parental involvement to do the job.

Today I am directing the Department of
Education to share promising approaches to
improving low-performing schools, such as
those that Chicago has developed, with peo-
ple all across America. And I’m directing the
Department of Education to strengthen its
own efforts to help districts use the Federal
money that we have now to transform schools
that aren’t performing into world-class learn-
ing centers.

There is nothing wrong with America that
can’t be fixed by what’s right with America.
I said that in my first Inaugural; I see it again
today. If you did it here, it can be done every-
where. If it’s happened to one child, it can
happen to every child. What is working in
Chicago must blow like a wind of change into
every city and every school in America. We
owe it to our kids, and because you have done
it, you’ve given us the courage and the con-
viction to believe we can do it for all of our
children.

Thank you. Stay with it. God bless you.

NOTE: The President spoke at 9:34 a.m., in the
gymnasium. In his remarks, he referred to Evaline
Medina, fourth-grade student who introduced the
President, and her mother, Mary Medina; Maggie
Sullivan, sixth-grade teacher; Robert Blitstein,
principal; Gary Chico, president, board of trust-
ees, Paul Vallace, chief executive officer; and
Cozette Buckney, chief education officer, Chicago
Public Schools; Charles R. Bernardina, alderman,
43d ward; Patrick J. O’Connor, alderman, 40th
ward; Jesse C. White, Jr., Cook County recorder
of deeds; and John Stroger, president, Cook
County board of commissioners.
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Memorandum on Low-Performing
Public Schools
October 28, 1997

Memorandum for the Secretary of Education

Subject: Turning Around Low-Performing
Public Schools

Since taking office in 1993, and with your
strong leadership, my Administration has
pursued a comprehensive effort to strength-
en public schools. We have worked to raise
academic standards, promote accountability,
and provide greater competition and choice
within the public schools, including support
for a dramatic increase in charter schools.
Moreover, we have worked to make the in-
vestments necessary to improve teaching and
learning in classrooms across America,
through efforts to keep our schools safe and
free of drugs; to provide students who need
it extra help to master the basics; to increase
parental and community involvement; to re-
cruit, prepare, and provide continuing train-
ing to teachers and reward excellence in
teaching; and to make sure every school has
access to and can effectively use 21st century
technology.

This strategy is starting to produce results.
We know that all students can learn to high
standards, and that every school can succeed
if it has clear instructional goals and high ex-
pectations for all of its students; if it creates
a safe, disciplined and orderly environment
for learning; helps parents be involved in
their children’s education; and uses proven
instructional practices. All schools must be
given the resources, tools, and flexibility to
help every student reach high standards.

Yet, no school improvement strategy can
succeed without real accountability for re-
sults, as measured by student achievement.
Excellent schools and schools that show sig-
nificant improvement must be recognized
and rewarded. At the same time, schools that
demonstrate persistently poor academic per-
formance—schools that fail to make ade-
quate progress in educating all students to
high standards—must be held accountable.
No American child deserves to get a second-
class education. Instead, State and local edu-
cation officials must step in and redesign fail-
ing schools, or close them down and reopen

them with new, more effective leadership
and staff.

A growing number of cities and States
have begun to take these steps. Cities such
as Chicago, San Francisco, Philadelphia, and
New York, and States such as Maryland and
Kentucky identify low-performing schools
and take steps to intervene if these schools
fail to make progress. These steps often in-
clude the implementation of school improve-
ment plans—providing afterschool academic
help to students, strengthening training and
assistance for school staff, creating smaller
and more personal settings, such as schools-
within-schools—and, where necessary, re-
constitution of the school and replacement
of the school principal and other staff.

We must encourage and help more cities
and States to take up the challenge of turning
around low-performing schools and helping
the students they serve get back on the path
to achievement. We can do this by making
widely available information on what works
and what doesn’t, and by ensuring that De-
partment of Education resources are most
productively used for these purposes.

In order to accomplish this, I am directing
the Department of Education to take the fol-
lowing actions within 90 days:

1. Produce and Widely Disseminate
Guidelines on Effective Approaches to
Turning Around Low-Performing
Schools. There is much of value to be
shared from the experiences of cities
and States that already have successfully
intervened in low-performing schools;
from research and development on ef-
fective school improvement practices;
and from business experience in manag-
ing high-performance organizations and
in turning around low-performing com-
panies. We know of several promising
models of reform, ranging from the New
American Schools designs to the Suc-
cess for All program. These lessons must
be summarized in clear and usable
forms, and made widely available to
educators, parents, State and local pol-
icymakers, business leaders, and others
working to improve public education.

2. Help Cities and States Use Existing De-
partment of Education Resources to
Turn Around Low-Performing Schools.
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